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Abstract
Hadley Green: Transforming Justice: Responding to Gender Violence Outside the Carceral
System (under the direction of Professor Chad Heartwood)
Abstract:
The U.S. is experiencing a moment of reckoning with the nation’s criminal justice system. While
law enforcement and the courts are traditional avenues for responding to gender violence in the
U.S., these systems can be ineffective and even harmful while attempting to bring healing and
justice to survivors. This thesis project looks at alternatives to going through the punitive justice
system when responding to gender violence, like transformative justice and restorative justice.
This multimedia thesis, rooted in documentary film and journalism, will examine how these
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“Text me when you get home.” This phrase is common in any woman, femme presenting or
queer person’s vocabulary. It’s an affirmation of safety at the end of a night out. It signifies that
after being with a group, you’re parting ways and stepping out by yourself. Yet this phrase is
more than a bid of well-being. “Text me when you get home” alludes to the fact that women,
femme presenting and queer individuals are never guaranteed their safety in public or private
spaces. It shows that these individuals are always thinking one step ahead of what might happen,
of what threats lurk on the street, or behind closed doors. “Text me when you get home” is a
form of community accountability. This phrase signifies that when our society fails to keep
women, femme presenting and queer people safe, these individuals will look to alternative,
community-based approaches to find security.
Gender-based violence is a systemic issue in the U.S. and abroad. The CDC estimates that one in
four women will experience intimate partner violence at some point in their lifetime, and one in
three women will experience some form of sexual violence in their lifetime.1 The UNHCR
defines gender-based violence as “any act that is perpetrated against a person’s will and is based
on gender norms and unequal power relationships.”2
While gender violence is pervasive in the U.S., the current justice system often fails to serve
victims. RAINN (Rape, Assault and Incest National Network) estimates that 995 out of 1000
perpetrators will walk free.3 According to a Bureau of Justice Statistics report, of the 847,230
3 RAINN, “The Criminal Justice System: Statistics”
2 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Gender Based Violence”
1 Huecker and Smock, Domestic Violence
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known incidents of intimate partner violence in 2018, only 45 percent of victims chose to report
the incident to the police.4 And even when sexual assault is reported to the police and a survivor
submits a rape kit, the criminal justice system fails to pursue people who’ve committed harm.
The federal government estimates there are 200,000 untested rape kits in the U.S.5
For communities of color, calling the police in any instance, including gender-based violence,
might be a last resort.6 The long legacy of police brutality towards people of color has caused
these communities to distrust the police.
In addition, victims of gender-based violence might not want to go through the court system for
fear of being retraumatized during the process.7 Rooted in a patriarchal thought-system designed
to control women, our society often fails to believe survivors of gender violence.8 Take Christine
Blasey Ford’s testimony and accusation of rape against Judge Brett Kavanaugh. Or Anita Hill’s
allegation that Judge Clarence Thomas assaulted her. In a high stakes situation, U.S. government
leaders failed to believe these two women’s allegations. The process of speaking out against
gender violence can be retraumatizing as well. Retelling events to a judge or jury can be
triggering and detrimental for a victim’s mental health.
What alternatives are there to calling the police or going through the criminal justice system
when responding to gender-based violence? Transformative justice and restorative justice are
two practices that aim to center the victim’s wants and needs throughout the process of rectifying
8 Solnit, Men Explains Things To Me, 6.
7 Coleclough, “A justice system that re-traumatizes assault survivors”
6 Jervis, “Who Are Police Protecting and Serving?”
5 Hagerty, “An Epidemic of Disbelief”
4 Bureau of Labor Statistics (BJS), “Criminal Victimization 2018”
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gender violence. Restorative justice practitioners seek to help a victim find justice so they can
return to a sense of security and health they had before the incident occurred.9 Transformative
justice aims to address the root causes of violence in a community, like systemic racism or
poverty, so those involved in a crime are better off than where they stood when the crime
occurred.10
In the summer of 2020, an onslaught of racial violence, culminating with the murder of George
Floyd, spurred mass demonstrations in the United States and abroad.11 Amidst the cacophonic
media coverage that oscillated between systemic racism, protests, looting and the coronavirus
threat, a demand from activists emerged: Defund the police. This appeal has created change in
some instances. In the wake of George Floyd’s murder at the hands of Minneapolis police, the
Minneapolis City Council voted in December, 2020 to move $8 million from the city’s police
budget towards violence prevention resources. It’s important to note, however, that this was just
$8 million from the total police budget of $179 million.12
Given the national conversation about defunding or reforming the police, it’s a timely period to
analyze how the punitive justice response to gender violence either helps, or hurts victims. This
is an opportunity to look at alternatives, like restorative justice and transformative justice, and
learn from individuals who have healed from or practice these strategies.
12 Schneider, “Minneapolis Shifts $8 Million in Police Funding, But Keeps Force At Current Level”
11 Taylor, “George Floyd Protests: A Timeline”
10 Barnard Center for Research on Women, “What is Transformative Justice?”
9 Baliga, “A Different Path for Confronting Sexual Assault”
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In this thesis project, I explore why there is presently a need, and why historically there has been
a need for survivors to find alternatives to calling the police and going through the criminal
justice system when responding to gender-based violence. In this thesis, I document an
individual who has found healing from gender-based violence outside the carceral system. I tell
this story through a short documentary film that combines first-person testimony with video,
photographs, animations and archival material.
This narrative has not been told in a comprehensive, multimedia story package. There have been
compelling op-eds and informative articles that delve into these issues, but these written pieces
lack first person testimony.1314 My thesis film centers an individual’s personal experience with
the justice system. I explore how this individual’s identity, community, values and emotions led
them to find alternatives to healing. Like the many women, femme presetenting and queer people
who have persevered through violence and discrimination for centuries, my narrative focuses on
themes of resilience and strength.
14 Jeltsen, “Don’t Use Domestic Violence Victims to Stop Police Reform”
13 Goodmark, “Stop Treating Domestic Violence Differently From Other Crimes”
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Literature Review
1. Criminal Justice in the U.S.
Throughout history, the U.S. criminal justice system mirrors the culture and values of society.
What constitutes a crime and not a crime depends on the beliefs of people in power. This applies
not just to the outlawing of certain behaviors, but to the subsequent punishments as well. “If
crime itself is a social concept, then the reaction to it is social squared.”15 Justice, therefore, is a
social construct. Yet we’re not living in an egalitarian society. The U.S. is a patriarchy and is
founded on white supremacy.16 Thus, our justice system developed in a society where the
thoughts of white men were valued more than anyone else. Voices of women and minorities have
been largely excluded from the conversation of what is a crime and what constitutes justice.
As Lawrence M. Friedman writes in his book Crime and Punishment in American History, “The
history of criminal justice is not only the history of the forms of rewards and punishment; it is
also a story about the dominant morality, and hence a history of power.”17 This pattern is evident
in the history of the United States. Before colonial settlers arrived from England, Indigenous
groups had established justice systems across the land that would become the United States, yet
there is no written record of their legal systems.18 As colonists arrived they forced the Indigenous
population to adopt English customs. Local practices of crime and punishment in the colonies
started to resemble the English system.19
19 Ibid, 20.
18 Ibid, 19.
17 Friedman, Crime and Punishment in American History, 10.
16 Bartollas and Wormer, Women and the Criminal Justice System
15 Friedman, Crime and Punishment in American History, 6.
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The two biggest influences in the colonial justice system were religion and patriarchy. Men held
positions of power in commerce and government. Colonists also valued God. “It was life lived in
the shadow of a few powerful, regnant ideas about God, punishment, the afterworld, religion and
the social order.”20 These ideas about piety influenced the justice system. There were strict
punishments for crimes and many punishments involved social embarrassment, like public
whippings.
2. Crime, Punishment and Race
The United States has a long history of oppressing Black citizens through systems of crime and
punishment. “Since the nation’s founding, African Americans repeatedly have been controlled
through institutions such as slavery and Jim Crow, which appear to die but then are reborn in
new form, tailored to the needs and constraints of the time.”21 After the Civil War, white
Southerners looked for ways to control Black people and exert white supremacy. Southern states
like Mississippi and South Carolina created “Black Codes” that were designed to control the
movements and rights of Black people, keeping them oppressed in society.22 The penal system in
the South targeted Black people and forced them into labor to help reconstruct the post-war
region. “Vagrancy laws and other laws defining activities such as ‘mischief’ and ‘insulting
gestures’ as crimes were enforced vigorously against blacks.”23 The Civil Rights Act of 1964
outlawed the blatant discriminatory laws put in place during Jim Crow. Yet during this time,
crime was rising in the United States, especially in cities. This laid the foundation for the
23 Alexander, The New Jim Crow, 39.
22 Friedman, Crime and Punishment in American History, 94.
21 Alexander, The New Jim Crow, 27.
20 Ibid.
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so-called “War on Drugs,” a term coined by Nixon in 1971, which contributed to a system of
mass incarceration. Breaking with past policing methods, policies made during the War on Drugs
allowed police to stop and search anyone without cause of suspicion or a warrant.24 Police
targeted Black Americans in these searches. “Human Rights Watch reported in 2000 that, in
seven states, African Americans constitute 80 to 90 percent of all those sent to prison on drug
charges.”25 Yet data also revealed that white people make up the majority of drug users and
dealers in the U.S.26 The War on Drugs and mass incarceration unfairly targeted Black
Americans, and contributed to structural racism in the criminal justice system.
Today, there are vast racial disparities in arrests and sentencing. According to data from
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Black and Hispanic
people make up 32 percent of the US population, but 56 percent of the nation’s incarcerated
population. Furthermore, the imprisonment rate for Black people is more than 5 times the rate of
white people.27 Sentencing is also harsher for Black Americans. According to 2016 data from the
Census Bureau, while white people were 61 percent of the overall U.S. population, 32 percent of
all white inmates were serving life sentences. Black people made up 13 percent of the overall
population in 2016, but 48 percent of all Black inmates were serving life sentences.28
In recent years, the racial disparities between Black and white incarcerated women have
declined. In 2000, Black women were in state or federal prison at six times the rate of white
women. By 2009, Black women were incarcerated 2.8 more times the rate of white women.29
While this is a positive trend, the racial disparity among women remains unjust and alarming.
29 Mauer, Porter and Fettig, “The Changing Racial Dynamics of Women’s Incarceration”
28 Prison Policy Initiative, “Visualizing the Racial Disparities in Mass Incarceration”





3. Gender Violence and the Justice System
Gender-based violence is a pervasive, perilous threat that affects people in the U.S. and
throughout the world. Gender-based violence is rooted in patriarchal norms, abuse of power and
historically has affected people differently based on their race.30 The following section will
examine the challenges to prosecuting gender violence in the carceral system and finding justice
for survivors. But before launching into that discussion, it’s important to note that gender-based
violence outcomes for women of color are far worse than for white women. A 2017 report from
the Centers for Disease Control found that in the U.S., Black and Indigenous women are killed at
more than twice the rate than that of white women.31 Data from 2015 shows that 53 percent of
Black trans and non-binary people have experienced sexual assault, and 56 have experienced
domestic violence.32 In 2019, at least 25 transgender and gender non-conforming people were
violently killed in the U.S., according to data from the Human Rights Campaign. Ninety-one
percent of these individuals were Black women.33
Historically, more crimes in the U.S. have been committed by men than by women. No women
were allowed to be jury members until 1957, and more judges and lawyers in the U.S. are male.
This inequality frames the criminal justice system as for men, by men. “The study of crime and
the justice process is shaped by male experiences and understandings of the social world.”34
Through history, female employees in the criminal justice system have also faced widespread
34 Bartollas and Wormer, Women and the Criminal Justice System, 4
33 Human Rights Campaign, “A National Epidemic: Fatal Anti-Transgender Violence in America”
32 2015 U.S. Trans Survey
31 Petrosky et al., “Racial and Ethnic Differences in Homicides of Adult Women”
30 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Gender Based Violence”
11
sexual harassment. As lawyers, police, and employees of men’s prisons, women working in the
criminal justice system face sexism and threats of gender violence.
During times when women were viewed as man’s property in U.S. law, a rape was considered a
property crime against a man.35 While rape is now a punishable offense, it’s difficult for rape
victims to obtain justice. One factor that precludes rape victims from finding justice is the fact
that many people in the United States have difficulty believing women. This practice is rooted in
sexism, and makes it challenging for women to find justice in the court system because either a
jury, or a judge, might not believe their account.
For example, the testimony of Dr. Christine Blasey Ford and subsequent confirmation of Judge
Brett Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court exemplify this unwillingness to believe women.
President Donald Trump nominated Judge Brett Kavanaugh to the U.S. Supreme Court in 2018.
After the president’s nomination, a group of women, including Dr. Christine Blasey Ford, a
psychologist and professor, came forward with sexual assault allegations against Kavanaugh.
Ford accused Kavanaugh of sexually assaulting her at a high school party in the early 1980s.
Ford testified before the Senate Judiciary Committee during Kavanaugh’s confirmation hearings.
During these hearings, Republican lawmakers sought to discredit Christine Blasey Ford.36 As
writer Rebecca Solnit explains, “When a woman says something uncomfortable about male
misconduct, she is routinely portrayed as delusional, a malicious conspirator, a pathological liar,
a whiner who doesn’t recognize it’s all in fun, or all of the above.”37
37 Solnit, “Cassandra Among the Creeps”
36 Edwards, “How Christine Blasey Ford’s Testimony Changed America”
35 Ibid, 195.
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After Christine Blasey Ford’s testimony, President Donald Trump mocked her statements as a
campaign rally. Imitating Blasey Ford at a packed campaign rally, he taunted, “‘How did you get
home? I don’t remember. How’d you get there? I don’t remember. Where is the place? I don’t
remember. How many years ago was it? I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t
know.’” He finished off the joke, “But I had one beer. That’s the only thing I remember.”38
Trump then went on to explain how Blasey Ford’s baseless assault claims have ruined Judge
Kavanaugh’s reputation. President Trump turned Blasey Ford’s testimony into a laughing matter
to strategically undermine her credibility. “The implication that women as a category are
unreliable and that false rape charges are the real issue is used to silence individual women and
to avoid discussing sexual violence,” says Solnit.39
Black women and girls face added biases and challenges in perceived credibility. A Georgetown
Law Center report shows that adults, “perceive Black girls as less innocent and more adult-like
than their white peers.”40 In an article about the commutation of Cyntoia Brown, a Black women
who was incarcerated in Tennessee for fatally shooting a man after being forced into prostitution,
Tonya Lovelace, the CEO of Women of Color Network, Inc, comments on the systemic pattern
of impunity for violence against Black women and non-binary people.41 “It’s all the same thread
of truly not caring about the welfare of black and brown girls,” said Lovelace. “I think it’s all
based in the concept of misogynoir, a particular kind of racism and sexism that black women and
girls experience, based on the idea that we can’t be victimized.”42 The biases that Black women
42 Ibid.
41 Kelly, “Analysis: Cyntoia Brown, R. Kelly and the Refusal to Recognize Black and Brown Female
Victims”
40 Blake, Epstein and González, “Girlhood Interrupted: The Erasure of Black Girls' Childhood”
39 Solnit, “Cassandra Among the Creeps”
38 Baker and Haberman, “Trump Taunts Christine Blasey Ford at Rally”
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and non-binary individuals face in the criminal justice system contributes to their
overrepresenstation in prisons.
Another factor that influences the criminal justice process in gender violence cases is victim
blaming. According to Clemens Bartollas and Katherine Wormer, who wrote the book, “Women
and the Criminal Justice System,” “Victim blaming refers to a fundamental tendency in
American culture to hold the downtrodden or underdogs of society responsible for creating their
own distress.”43 When learning about a rape, people often shift the blame to the person who was
raped, instead of the rapist. This phenomenon partly stems from sexism, but also because people
actively try to distance themselves from a traumatic event. Victim blaming can happen in gender
violence court proceedings because the public does not want to acknowledge that these types of
terrible, inhumane acts happen in society. “The fact is that the closer we try to identify ourselves
with victims, the more vulnerable we are to their suffering. Although we have a tendency to put
ourselves in the place of someone who is suffering, there is also the counter tendency to believe
that the unfortunate victim in some sense meritied his or her fate,”44 say Bartollas and Wormer.
For those who have experienced gender violence, going through criminal proceedings in court
can cause retraumatization. “Retraumatization refers to additional traumatization during a
survivor’s interactions with professionals and processes in the justice system and other fields
(medical, behavioral health, and even services designed for victims,” writes Negar Katirai in
their book “Retraumatized in Court.”45 Often in courts, victims will have to detail the events that
occurred, causing them to think about and relive a traumatizing experience. They might have to
45 Katirai, “Retraumatized in Court,” 88.
44 Ibid, 203.
43 Bartollas and Wormer, Women and the Criminal Justice System, 202.
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face the person who harmed them, and also may face a jury, who might, or might not, believe a
survivor’s testimony. The negative experiences that survivors have in court makes the court
system ineffective at dealing with these crises. “In the civil context, many survivors may settle
for less in mediation or settlement negotiations or opt out of participating in the legal system
altogether for fear of being traumatized or dissatisfied, often because of previous experiences. In
other words, retraumatization presents a serious barrier to justice, particularly given the
prevalence of IPV [intimate partner violence],” says Katirai.46
Another barrier to finding justice for gender violence in the court system is unfair treatment from
police. Negative experiences with the police deters some survivors from getting involved with
the criminal justice system after a violent event. In a qualitative study of sexual assault victims’
experirences in the legal system published in 2019, survivor testimonies allude to disillusionment
and distrust in the police. One person says,
“‘When I tried to press charges against the boys [perpetrators], they [the police] were
like, ‘well, there’s no evidence, so there’s nothing you can do about it.’ So that’s when I
eventually tried to kill myself and ended up in the hospital. I went to therapy. I felt like it
didn’t help because I felt like I was the only person that was in there that had been
through this.” –S (F, F, 22, AA)’47
Another testimony exemplifies how police can make statements that are victim blaming.




‘“Well I did go to one police officer on campus who was the only female police officer,
and it was like, I wasn’t reporting to the college. I was just having a conversation with
her. She was like ‘oh well, why would you let him make you drink?’ ‘Okay, I’m going to
leave now, I don’t want to talk to you’. So, it was already based so much on blaming the
survivor and all that when there’s not any alcohol involved and it’s an easy way to take
away that, but it’s hard enough to tell the story”–S (SO, M, 26, WH)’48
The following testimony shows how gender violence victims understand that the police
themselves can be perpetrators of violence: ‘“These people are some animals out here. The
police are no better. They’re some fucking rapists too. Police are no better. I don’t trust them
either. I really don’t trust them” –S (F, F, 49, AA)’49
In fact, police do committ sexual assault while working, and perpetrate domestic violence in their
homes at higher rates than the general public. The data on police sexual assault is piecemeal and
potentially underreported because victims may have difficultly reporting the assault. Who do you
call when the police commit a crime towards you? In an investigation, the Associated Press
found that between 2009 and 2014, “Some 550 officers were decertified for sexual assault,
including rape and sodomy, sexual shakedowns in which citizens were extorted into performing
favors to avoid arrest, or gratuitous pat-downs.”50
The research about domestic violence committed by police is even more scarce. A 2019 New
Yorker article cites a study from the 1990s which found that 41 percent of police officers had




been violent toward their spouses in the previous year.51 Since then, no conclusive research
studies have been published on police domestic violence. Leigh Goodmark, a law professor at
the University of Maryland who specializes in gender law, says this lack of research could be
because organizations are hesitant to expose that ‘“those policing the crime and those committing
it are often the same person.’”52
The disturbing, detailed article from The New Yorker, “What if Your Abusive Husband is A
Cop?” explains how complicated it can be to find justice and safety when an abusive partner is
connected to law enforcement. Jessica Lester, a young woman living in Georgia, married
Matthew Boyton, whose grandfather was sheriff in the county where they lived. Matthew joined
the police department after high school. Their relationship became emotionally abusive, and after
getting in a fight one evening, paramedics found Jessica unconscious with bullet wounds in her
head. Jessica recovered, and denied she had any suicidal ideations. The medical examiner ruled
her wounds were not self-inflicted. Yet Matthew implored Jessica had shot herself. He was never
indicted in Jessica’s shooting. Jessica’s family believes Matthew’s job as a police officer and his
grandfather’s role as sheriff influenced this outcome.53 “Although police departments have
become more attentive to officers’ use of excessive force against civilians, the same scrutiny has
not been applied for their potential violent behavior at home,”54 writes Rachel Aviv, who penned
The New Yorker story. It is troubling that police are tasked with responding to gender violence





51 Aviv, “What If Your Abusive Husband Is A Cop?”
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How effective are police and the criminal justice system at providing safety, justice and healing
to people who’ve experienced gender violence? In a 2015 study by the National Hotline for
Domestic Violence, the organization surveyed over 600 victims who used their hotline chat
service about law enforcement. The study concluded there was a strong sense that law
enforcement would not respond to victims’ needs adequately. Of victims who did not call the
police after experiencing gender violence, 70 percent were afraid calling the police would make
things worse or calling the police would have “negative consequences for them.”55
If gender violence victims do decide to involve police and go through the criminal justice
system, “justice,” in the traditional sense, is fleeting. There are challenges in proving gender
violence cases. At the heart is the issue of “he said, she said.” Typically in a gender violence case
there are only two witnesses: the perpetrator and the survivor. Given the difficulties discussed
above with victim blaming and not believing women, it can be hard to prove in court cases what
occurred in a violent situation. From the discussion in this section, it’s evident that there are
major problems with how police and the criminal justice system respond to gender violence.
Both of these systems are rooted in sexism and patriarchal power systems. Looking for
alternatives to the criminal justice system could benefit some survivors in the aftermath of an
assault.
55 Logan and Valente, “Who Will Help Me? Domestic Violence Survivors Speak Out ...”
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4. Gender Violence, Seeking Justice and the #MeToo Movement
In 2006, #MeToo founder Tarana Burke began using the hashtag online to raise awareness about
sexual violence, specifically among Black women and girls.56 In 2017, actress Alyssa Milano
brought notoriety to the phrase when she tweeted a call to action, “If you’ve been sexually
harassed or assaulted write ‘me too’ as a reply to this tweet.”57 Milano’s tweet went viral and led
to thousands of people sharing their stories of sexual harm online. The #MeToo movement
spurred a cultural reckoning about the prevalence of sexual harassment and assault, especially in
workplaces. According to The New York Times, the movement ousted 201 “powerful men” in
workplaces, and “nearly half of their replacements are women.”58 One of the most prominent
cases from the #MeToo movement was the downfall of Hollywood film producer Harvey
Weinstein. As of 2018, 87 women accused Weinstein of misconduct, “ranging from requests for
massages to intimidating sexual advances to rape.”59 In March, 2020, a New York judge
sentenced Weinstein to 23 years in prison for criminal sexual acts and rape.60 What kind of
impact did high profile court cases, like Harvey Weinstein’s, have on the #MeToo movement?
Burke says, “‘Harvey Weinstein is a symbolic case. To see a high profile, rich white man be
convicted of a crime in general is always astonishing.’”61 One could argue that Weinstein’s
sentencing increased the legitimacy of the #MeToo movement as well, and spurred conversations
between families, friends, and coworkers about sexual harm.
61 Gill and Rahman-Jones, “Me Too Movement Founder Tarana Burke: Movement Is Not Over”
60 Levenson, del Valle, and Moghe, “Harvey Weinstein Sentenced to 23 Years in Prison after Addressing
His Accusers”
59 Moniuszko and Kelly, “Harvey Weinstein Scandal: A Complete List of the 87 Accusers”
58 Carlsen, Miller, Lu, Ngu et al., “#MeToo Brought Down 201 Powerful Men. Nearly Half of Their
Replacements Are Women”
57 Ibid.
56 Gill and Rahman-Jones, “Me Too Movement Founder Tarana Burke: Movement Is Not Over”
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But Burke also sees limitations to publicized court cases in the movement to end gender
violence. ‘What “celebrity goes to jail or not, is not sustainable as a movement.”62
Lara Bazelon and Aya Gruber, law professors with a speciality in gender law, write about the
potential drawbacks of high profile court cases of the #MeToo movement. “Some are skeptical
about the efficacy of these headline-grabbing, tough-on-crime responses that view victims as a
monolithic group who want and need the same thing. Sexual assault victims come from every
racial, ethnic and socio-economic group,” they write. “Many victims, particularly those from
communities affected by mass incarceration, do not want to be part of a carceral system they
view as destructive.”63 Karen Attiah, opinions editor at The Washington Post, says the #MeToo
movement has left out voices from women of color and focused more on white color jobs. Attiah
argues that women working lower paid jobs, like restaurant workers and domestic helpers, need
to be included. She says, “‘Women of color who already have harder barriers in those
professional circles, I think we absolutely do need to pay more attention to their stories, and part
of that will be for us to start listening and to start taking women of color seriously.’”64
Lastly, an article from the American Bar Association argues that restorative justice options in
high profile #MeToo cases might bring more healing to survivors and rehabilitation for
perpetrators. “Many of the statements we have seen from public figures accused of sexual
harassment have failed to outline how their behavior will change in the future. Even those who
acknowledge their past misdeeds seem to have little concrete to offer on this front. Moreover,
64 Garcia-Navarro, “When Black Women's Stories Of Sexual Abuse Are Excluded From The National
Narrative”
63 Bazelon and Gruber. “#MeToo Doesn't Always Have to Mean Prison”
62 Ibid.
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vows to stop engaging in wrongful behavior must be more than promises.”65 While some
survivors might prefer to pursue justice in court in high-profile gender violence cases, it’s
unclear how these publicized cases can systemically curb gender violence.
5. Transformative Justice, Restorative Justice and Community Accountability
An alternative to responding to harm through law enforcement and the criminal justice system is
transformative justice. Mia Mingus, a writer and transformative justice trainer, defines
transformative justice as a “political framework and approach for responding to violence, harm
and abuse. At its most basic, it seeks to respond to violence without creating more violence
and/or engaging in harm reduction to lessen the violence.”66 Mingus explains that transformative
justice does not rely on state systems, like police, prisons and I.C.E. Rather, transformative
justice is an abolitionist framework and promotes tools that create healing, accountability and
resilience in the aftermath of violence. She writes, “TJ [transformative justice] works to build
alternatives to our current systems which often position themselves as protectors, while
simultaneously enacting the very forms of violence they claim to condemn.”67 An important
aspect of transformative justice is that it aims to bring healing in the direct aftermath of violence,
but also works to alleviate the circumstances which caused the violence to happen in the first
place. Consequently, transformative justice can prevent violence from happening in the future
and end generational cycles of violence.68
68 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
66 Mingus, “Transformative Justice: A Brief Description”
65 Wexler andRobbennolt, “#MeToo and Restorative Justice”
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For example, Brown University created a transformative justice program in 2019 to respond to
harm on campus. Writer Mara Dolan spotlighted the initiative in The Nation. The program began
a year-long training process for “student transformative justice practitioners,” who work to
address harm in their respective campus communities.69 “For Kuno Haimbodi, one student in the
cohort, this meant holding conversations with fellow black student organizers on campus. For
Leah Shorb, it was working within her athletic teams....They first determine the needs each
community has, what kinds of harm occurs, and then move into conversation about how to
address it,” writes Nolan.70
While transformative justice focuses on the systems that led to violence and is based in
community, restorative justice is focused on the individuals who experienced and perpetrated
harm. Howard Zehr of the Zehr Institute for Restorative Justice defines restorative justice as, “a
process to involve, to the extent possible, those who have a stake in a specific offense to
collectively identify and address harms, needs and obligations in order to heal and put things as
right as possible.”71 Examples of restorative justice are talking circles, where survivors and
offenders meet to speak about the violence that occured. It’s also important to note that today’s
restorative justice practices stemmed from Indigenous communities around the world.
Marlee Liss, a young woman from Toronto, pursued a restorative justice reconciliation after a
man raped her at a party in 2016.72 Liss initially filed charges. But after testifying in court, her
mental health began to suffer. Liss relays this experience in a Buzzfeed News article. “‘It got to
72 Strapagiel, “She Was Allegedly Raped…”
71 Zher, The Little Book of Restorative Justice
70 Ibid.
69 Dolan, “These Students Are Bringing Restorative Justice To Their Campus”
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the point where I was suicidal,’ she said. She remembered walking onto campus for the first time
after the incident and having a panic attack, her body breaking out into hives. Other times, she
said, she’d start shaking all over.”73 Not wanting to take the stand again, Liss looked for
alternatives and found a restorative justice organization that would mediate her case. After Liss
and the man who raped her went through months of therapy, they met face-to-face for a
restorative justice circle. At the end of the circle, the man took responsibility. “‘I am so sorry for
the harm I caused and I wish I could take it back,’” he said. Liss says she found healing from the
experience. ‘“I got way more than I wanted - a thousand percent this is what justice looked like
to me from the beginning and more.”’74
6. Journalism and Film Review
There are many journalism works and documentary films about criminal justice system reforms,
restorative justice and gender violence. One of the most important recent documentary films
about criminal justice is “13th,” directed by Ava DuVernay. The film explores the history of
racism, mass incarceration and the criminal justice system in the U.S. This film incorporates well
composed interviews, compelling archival material and animation. I have looked to this film for
inspiration because the complex topic of criminal justice reform can be difficult to illustrate
visually, yet “13th” accomplishes this seamlessly. While “13th” focuses on the intersection of the
criminal justice system and race, “Private Violence,” a documentary film directed by Cynthia
Hill and released in 2014, concentrates on gender violence and the law. The film follows a




around the state. In addition, the documentary film, “The Prison Within,” is about a restorative
justice program implemented in San Quentin State Prison in California. This film captures
restorative justice circles attended by people incarcerated at San Quentin, yet it does not focus on
one, or even a few people’s specific stories. I found myself wishing the film achieved a more
character-driven storyline.
In addition to these films, there are investigative journalism stories that focus on criminal
justice and restorative justice. One text story is from The Marshall Project, titled “They Agreed
to Meet Their Mother’s Killer. Then Tragedy Struck Again,” chronicles one family’s process in
pursuit of a restorative justice circle with the man who murdered their mother. In the end, the
process broke down. Some of the family members now believe the failure of the restorative
justice process brought them even more grief and harm.
Methodology
Research Questions:
My thesis project seeks to the answer the following questions:
1. How does the criminal justice system unfairly treat women, especially women who've
experienced gender violence?
2. What does justice mean for people who've experienced gender violence? Does the
criminal justice system meet this need?
3. How do alternative forms of justice, like restorative justice and transformative justice,
bring healing to gender violence survivors?
4. How can we make transformative and restorative justice resources more widely
accessible to gender violence survivors?
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Approach
I took a creative, documentary film approach to this project, combining first personal narratives,
b-roll, audio, illustration and animation to tell this story. My goal was to give this film a personal
and intimate feel, like you’re speaking with a close friend. I aimed to accomplish this by forming
close relationships with the people I worked with so we could build trust and I could tell their
story as honestly and genuinely as possible. In my film, I used video interviews, video portraits,
environmental b-roll, and animation to illustrate the stories of Dr. Alissa Ackerman and Jocelyn
Arild. I aimed to center their testimonies in my short documentary.
Story Partners
After months of looking for contacts and possible story partners, I connected with Dr. Alissa
Ackerman and Jocelyn Arild. Ackerman is a sex crimes expert and restorative justice facilitator
based in Los Angeles, CA. She is a rape survivor and uses her perspective as a person who’s
experienced gender violence to inform her restorative justice practices. Ackerman lives with her
wife and children. She is also a criminal justice professor at the University of California,
Fullerton. My second story partner was Jocelyn Arild. Arild lives in northern California with her
husband and children. Arild survived two incidents of rape as a young woman and tried going to
the police after both assaults. Arild describes the police as being unhelpful, belittling and
disrespectful of her experience. The police did not bring charges in either of her assaults. Years
later, Arild met Dr. Ackerman and after reconnecting with one of the men who raped her, and
decided to embark on a restorative justice process. Arild says that the restorative justice process,
facilitated by Dr. Ackerman, was healing, helping her to finally process the assault.
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Deliverables
My main deliverable is a short documentary film that tells the story of Jocelyn Arild’s journey to
use restorative justice to reconcile a rape case, with the help of faciliator Dr. Alissa Ackerman.
This film was produced with interviews, b-roll, archival content, and animation. My second
deliverable is a written story of approximately 1,800 words that accompanies the video piece. In
this written story I include statistics and information about gender violence and the criminal
justice system. I also speak about how transformative justice can be used to address gender
violence. Lastly, I included a “reporter’s notebook” section where I explained my reporting
process and creative decisions I made to produce this project. These deliverables are all housed
on a webpage I made titled, “Transforming Justice.”
Obstacles and Challenges
One of the biggest challenges I met in this project is that I personally have not faced traumatic
gender violence in my life. While I’ve experienced minor sexual harassment, I have not faced the
same level of gender violence as people who seek justice in the criminal justice system or
through transformative justice. This makes it impossible for me to truly understand what some of
the people I interviewed for this project have gone through. In order to educate myself on best
practices for reporting on gender violence, I studied trauma reporting and sexual violence
reporting resources. I did not want to cause any additional trauma to the people I spoke with and
worked with in my reporting process.
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Another challenge in my reporting is that as a white journalist I haven’t been adversely affected
by the criminal justice system because of my race. This makes it difficult for me to understand
what’s at stake with reforming, defunding or abolishing the police and carceral system.
Throughout my reporting process, I thought critically about my biases, my role and my purpose
in telling this story.
The COVID-19 pandemic also posed obstacles in my reporting. Dr. Alissa Ackerman and
Jocelyn Arild both live in California, which was experiencing one of the largest COVID-19
outbreaks in the country in January while I was planning my production schedule. I was not able
to fly to California to film the interview myself because of COVID-19. It took a few weeks to
come up with an alternative, but I ended up working with Claire Collins, a video journalist at the
Los Angeles Times and a UNC-Chapel Hill alumna. Claire Collins filmed the interviews with Dr.
Ackerman and Jocelyn Arild, while I directed the interviews and asked the questions over
FaceTime.
Future Reporting
For journalists and students who are interested in building upon this research and reporting, I am
happy to answer any questions or give more insight into my process. My permanent email
address is hadleybgreen@gmail.com if you’d like to reach out. The most formative texts and
resources I used in my research are listed below in my bibliography. I’d also recommend
reaching out to experts in the field. Some people that were integral in my research on these topics
are: Mya Hunter, a cultural organizer at SpiritHouse, professor Leigh Goodmark, who teaches at
the Maryland Carey School of Law, Ejeris Dixon, director of Vision Change Win, Marlee Liss,
author or Re-Humanize, and Tyler Whittenberg, chief counsel for the Justice Reform Program at
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the Southern Coalition for Social Justice. Other organizations to look at are the Audre Lorde
Project, the Erin Levitas Foundation and Transform Harm.
Conclusion
While planning this thesis project, I did not expect my two main story partners to live across the
country. I did not expect that I would never meet these women. I did not expect to, instead, rely
on another video journalist (who I also haven’t met!) to film my interviews. But while producing
a short documentary during a global pandemic, flexibility is key. Resilience and luck also played
a role in this thesis. I called and emailed dozens of people in my research phase of this project,
hoping to find the right story partners for my film. I kept going back to sources, asking for new
names, and eventually I found Dr. Alissa Ackerman and Jocelyn Arild. I was lucky to find these
two women because I could not have made this film without their excitement about my project,
availability, clear communication and trust in me. I was lucky to find Jocelyn Arild because she
truly believed in this project. She saw value in my reporting, and believed in my goal to tell a
story about how restorative justice can be used to respond to gender-based violence. This made
all the difference in my remote reporting and animation process.
Towards the end of my thesis project, I sent Arild a rough cut of my film. She said she felt “very
safe” with how I told her story and she thought the film was beautiful. This meant everything to
me. My reporting would have felt meaningless if Arild had not embraced it because this was her
story. I’m grateful for this outcome and her support of the project.
This thesis challenged preconceived notions I had about our criminal justice system and how
crimes should be atoned for. At the outset of my reporting, it was surprising to hear or read about
28
survivors who did not want to prosecute the people who assaulted them. The traditional justice
system in the U.S. paints things as “right” and “wrong,” but true justice and healing are not so
black and white. Healing is a complex, subjective process. I had to remind myself during my
reporting process that I should leave my own biases and preconceived notions of justice behind.
The work I’ve done for this thesis inspires me to continue to report on gender-based violence and
the criminal justice system. Survivors deserve so much more than what they’re currently
provided by the traditional justice system. As a society, we need to give resources and attention
to programs and systems that provide justice on survivors’ terms. And we need to find a way to
stop gender-violence from occurring in the first place. There’s a lot of work to be done, but I
hope to continue reporting on this topic and expose systems that can harm women,
femme-presenting and LGBTQ+ people.
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